
LUKE 21.1-4  1 

When We Have Nothing Left to Give 
Luke 21:1-4 Dr. David B. Hartman Jr. 
November 13, 2016 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 

He looked up and saw rich people putting their gifts into the treasury; he also saw a poor 
widow put in two small copper coins. He said, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in 
more than all of them; for all of them have contributed out of their abundance, but she out of her 
poverty has put in all she had to live on.” 
 
 I’ve been pondering this scripture for some time now, and even wrote 

about it in the Challenger a couple of weeks ago. In fact, if you read that 

particular “Across Dave’s Desk,” let me apologize in advance because I’m 

going to be using some of it again. Samuel Johnson said, “We have a greater 

need to be reminded than to be instructed,” and since I have a limited number 

of original thoughts (growing more limited by the day), I tend to recycle the 

few that I do have. Anyway, I’ve been thinking a lot about that poor widow, 

because I have known many other poor widows who are very much like her 

in their generosity. We have a number of them in our church family. I keep 

asking myself, “Why did she give?” Why do they? Why, for that matter, do 

any of us? 

 The poor widow in our scripture is the most famous unnamed 

philanthropist in history. All we know about her is what the Gospel tells us: 
 

He [Jesus] looked up and saw rich people putting their gifts into the 
treasury; he also saw a poor widow put in two small copper coins. He 
said, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put in more than all of them; 
for all of them have contributed out of their abundance, but she out of 
her poverty has put in all she had to live on. [Luke 21.1-5] 
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 In those patriarchal days, “poor widow” was almost a redundancy. 

Absent adult children to sustain her, or the prospect of another husband, she 

had very little means of sustenance. The most famous Biblical account of poor 

widows involves Naomi and her daughter-in-law Ruth. Naomi had a husband 

and two adult sons, both whom were married. Naomi’s husband died, and then 

her sons, which meant all three were widowed. Naomi planned to return to her 

hometown of Bethlehem. She blessed both of her daughters-in-law—clearly, 

there was deep love among them—and urged them to return to their own 

families, find other husbands and have children. One daughter-in law 

sorrowfully agreed to do so. The other, Ruth, refused, telling Naomi, “Where 

you go, I will go. Your people will be my people, and your God, my God.” In 

Bethlehem, Ruth found sustenance for Naomi and herself by gleaning. 

Gleaners were those who followed the harvesters, and picked up what they did 

not gather from the ground. That was according to God’s Law: 

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very 
edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest; you shall 
leave them for the poor and for the alien: I am the Lord your God.  
Leviticus 23.22 

 

 Gleaners were among the poorest of the poor. The Bible constantly 

reminds the faithful about their obligations to those who are hard up against it. 

Since there will never cease to be some in need on the earth, I therefore 
command you, “Open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your 
land.”  Deuteronomy 15.11 

 

 As it happened, Ruth met and fell in love with a kinsman of Naomi’s 

named Boaz, who owned the field where she gleaned. They had children and 
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then grandchildren. Their descendants included King David and our Lord Jesus 

Christ. But the point is that, for our purposes, there were kind people even 

3000 years ago, as well as commandments from God about caring for those in 

need. 

 The very first charity established by the very first church—the one 

created in Jerusalem when the Holy Spirit fell on the disciples—was devoted 

to feeding widows and orphans. But whatever help she might have been 

receiving from others, when the poor widow gave her offering, she was not the 

beneficiary of the charity of the others; she was a giver. She did not, to our 

knowledge, interact with Jesus. She was not the recipient of one of his 

miracles, nor did she sit attentively at his feet. He saw what she did. He 

observed her. Whether she saw him cannot be known. The point is, the reason 

she gave was not because she had been transformed by her contact with Jesus. 

Instead, she gave because…because…? 

 Why do any of us give? 

*** 
 “Bread, cash, dosh, dough, loot, lucre, moolah, readies, the wherewithal: 

call it what you like, money matters. To Christians, the love of it is the root of 

all evil. To generals, it is the sinews of war; to revolutionaries, the shackles of 

labor. But what exactly is money?” So asked historian Niall Ferguson in The 

Ascent of Money. Ferguson was right. Money matters. The more money, the 

more that can be achieved. Wealth can be a goodness multiplier. More money, 

used for the right ends, means more of God’s children can be fed, clothed, 

healed and educated. More money can create more livelihoods; more money 
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can lift more people out of poverty; more money can create more beauty. 

Wealth can be (and has been) a great force for good (it can also be a force 

multiplier for evil, but that’s a topic for another day). Ferguson (unlike a lot of 

secular historians) got the Biblical quote right. The Bible does not say that 

money is the root of all evil, but the love of it: 

For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to 
be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves 
with many pains. [1 Timothy 6.10] 
 

 Money is a means to an end—an essential means—but it’s not an end in 

itself, and is not meant to be an object of adoration. You’ve heard the lines: 

“Put your money where your mouth is.” “Put some skin in the game.” Putting 

money into any endeavor—education, raising children, building a business, 

saving for retirement—signifies how serious that endeavor is. “Saturday Night 

Live” had a very funny skit recently with Tom Hanks. The skit, a parody of the 

game show “Jeopardy!” depicted how the ways and means of poor people 

intersect regardless of race—for example, with a retirement plan based on 

scratch-off lottery tickets. The places where poor people work—if they are 

able to find work—tend not to be the kinds of places that provide pensions or 

annuities. It is thus inherently harder for those on the margins of subsistence to 

give. My daughter told me about a speaker she heard at graduate school who 

tracks how well people are doing economically. One of the things he tracks is 

the women’s fashion industry. He says if dress sales go down, that means the 

middle class is feeling a little straitened. He says middle class mothers will still 

insure that their children have clothes, and braces, and music lessons and 

soccer, but they will stop buying new clothing for themselves. He said if you 
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want to see how the truly economically challenged are doing, go to Wal-Mart 

at 11:00 p.m. on the last day of the month and see how many young mothers 

there are with small children. Those young mothers will be pushing shopping 

carts filled with diapers and baby formula. He said the reason they are then is 

because at midnight, on the first day of the month, more money is deposited 

into their government-issued EBT debit cards, and so they stock up on the very 

necessities (diapers, baby formula, food) they may be on the verge of running 

out of. That is life on the edge in America. This morning we blessed the coats 

we will be giving to local school kids this year. Since its inception, our 

church’s Coats for Kids ministry has provided 9000 warm coats for kids in our 

community. These aren’t coats for middle-class kids, or for those whose 

parents can afford to send them to private schools. These coats are for kids 

whose families are up against it, who are living life on the edge. 

 That said, giving is a sign of faith for all Christians. It’s not quantifiable 

by amounts. There’s no doubt the well-off can give more than the middle class, 

and the middle class can give more than the poor. What signifies the offering is 

the sacrifice it entails. “Should I forego the trip to Europe to make this 

contribution?” is a very different question from “Should I forego lunches to 

make my offering?” Jesus didn’t criticize the well-off who made large 

contributions; indeed, in the parable of the talents, he praised those who were 

able to multiply wealth in a principled manner [Matthew 25.14-30]. At the site 

in the Temple where she was giving her offering, the poor widow was in the 

presence of other givers, not takers. If any member of our church is absolutely 

up against it, would we still expect them to give? Well, we would hope that 
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everyone would feel led to give something as part of their Christian 

commitment. But we’re also mindful that none of us can give what we do not 

have. That said, if any of our people are up against the wall and need help, we 

hope they will come to us. We will never intentionally allow one of our church 

family to go hungry, or lack the necessities of life through no fault of their 

own, if the rest of us have anything to do about it. 

*** 
 There was a 20th Century writer named Jane Jacobs who wrote 

powerfully about the nature of cities. When she turned 18, the Great 

Depression was raging. She lost her job at a small newspaper in Pennsylvania 

where she had been a cub reporter for a year. She had actually been working 

there for free, but it says something about how hard the Depression was that 

even those who worked without pay could lose their jobs (if they were off the 

premises, their employers wouldn’t have to pay to heat or light their 

workplaces). So in 1934, Jane Jacobs traveled to Higgins, North Carolina, a 

small hamlet in the Appalachian mountains, where her aunt, Martha Robison, 

was a Presbyterian missionary. Martha Robison had come to Higgins 12 years 

earlier and had become so committed to the people that she couldn't leave. 

 Higgins was a place of desperate poverty. There were no paved roads, the 

one-room schoolhouse was rarely in session, the only preacher in town 

believed the world was flat, and the local economy was based on barter. 

Martha Robison built a church and a community center in Higgins, adopted 

children, and taught classes in pottery, weaving and woodwork. But the people 

of Higgins continued to live an existence so precarious that, as Jane Jacobs 
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said, “the snapping of a pitchfork or the rusting of a plow posed a serious 

financial crisis.” 

 In her book Cities and the Wealth of Nations, Jane Jacobs noted that 

Higgins had not always been so backwards. In the early 1700’s, when three 

English brothers named Higgins and their families established the village, they 

possessed a wide range of essential skills: 

…spinning and weaving, loom construction, cabinetmaking, corn 
milling, house and water-mill construction, dairying, poultry and hog 
raising, gardening, whiskey distilling, hound breeding, molasses making 
from sorghum cane, basket weaving, biscuit baking, music making with 
violins… 
 

 By the time Jane Jacobs arrived in Higgins in the 1920’s, the descendants 

of the founding brothers had lost almost all of those coping skills. Practically 

the only one they still maintained was making molasses, which they sold 12 

miles away in the county seat of Burnsville. Most of the residents in Higgins 

had never been to Burnsville, because the only way to get there was by mule 

down the mountainside. As one reviewer of Jacobs’ work notes, “Candles were 

a vanishing luxury. After the few remaining cows died, there would be no 

more milk or butter. One woman still remembered how to weave baskets, but 

she was close to death. When Robison suggested building the church with 

large stones from the creek, the community elders rebuked her. Over 

generations the townspeople had simply forgotten how to build with stone. 

They had lost the knowledge that such a thing was possible.”1 

                                                 
1Nathaniel Rich, “”The Prophecies of Jane Jacobs”  The Atlantic, Nov. 2016 
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 Such a thing happens not only with villages and cities, but with nations 

and empires. The people of western Europe during the Dark Ages, beholding 

the giant viaducts and majestic coliseums of the ancient Roman Empire, and 

not knowing their provenance, would sometimes think that giants had once 

lived there. Progress is not inevitable; very often, things regress. Sometimes, as 

happened in the Dark Ages, there are tiny flickers of light where learning 

continues, as happened with the Irish monks who preserved the great 

manuscripts of the ancient world and thus the witness of the Gospel. 

Sustaining a civilization requires remembering how to do things and 

cherishing the gifts which have been inherited. 

 Sustaining a church also requires remembering how to do things, and 

cherishing that which we have inherited. This beautiful sanctuary in which we 

sit today was built in 1960. Very few of those among us today were involved 

in its finance and construction. But if their calling was to build, ours is to 

sustain, and not only the building. We are also called to sustain the great vision 

of our Disciple forebears: “In faith, unity; in opinions, liberty; in all things, 

love.” Most of all, though, we are called to be true to our inheritance as 

Christians. In taking Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, we also undertake to 

fulfill his Commandments, the chief of which are to love the Lord our God 

with all our hearts, minds, souls and strength, and to love our neighbors as 

ourselves. In giving to the church, we fulfill both commandments. 

 May God bless First Christian Church. May we be our Lord Jesus 

Christ’s faithful disciples.        Amen. 
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